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WELCOME 
TO

VENANGO 
COUNTY!

Venango County, Pennsylvania, is a place where
history, natural beauty, and community come
together. Home to the birthplace of the modern oil
industry and shaped by the Allegheny River, French
Creek, and Oil Creek, the county's story is one of
innovation, connection, and resilience.

Venango County is recognized as the birthplace of the modern petroleum
industry and celebrates its heritage through museums, historic
downtowns, and community traditions.
Nearly 24% of residents are age 65 or older, highlighting the county's
strong family connections and appeal as a place to retire.
The Allegheny River, French Creek, Oil Creek, trails, forests, and public
lands make outdoor recreation a defining part of life in Venango County.
Events like Applefest, Oil Heritage Festival, Cranberry Festival,
Bridgefest, Light Up Night, and many others bring residents and visitors
together year-round and strengthen community pride.

Like many rural communities, Venango County faces
both challenges and opportunities. Through the
Community Heart & Soul process, residents were
invited to share stories, experiences, hopes, concerns,
and ideas for the future. Those conversations revealed
not only what people love most about the county, 
but also a shared desire to strengthen connections, 
support local opportunity, celebrate community assets,
and ensure Venango County remains a place where
people want to live, work, and belong.

Founded in 1800, Venango County is home to more
than 50,000 residents living in cities, boroughs,
townships, and rural communities throughout
northwestern Pennsylvania. 

This Action Plan reflects both what residents value today and the collective vision they have for the future. 
It is rooted in community voices, guided by shared values, and designed to help 

Venango County continue building on its strengths for generations to come.

POP.
50K

MEDIAN
AGE
47

MEDIAN
INCOME

$60K

QUICK FACTS

From the historic downtowns of Franklin and 
Oil City to the forests, parks, trails, and waterways that
connect them, residents share a deep appreciation for
the places, traditions, and relationships that make this
region unique.



Community Heart & Soul is a four-phase community-driven process designed to engage all residents in
shaping a town's future. Built on three key principles - involve everyone, focus on what matters and play the
long game - the process aims to build a more connected town that honors its past while looking forward to a
prosperous future by focusing on what matters most to the community.�

Through storytelling, interviews, and unique community
engagement methods, Community Heart & Soul captures
the voices of residents, revealing shared values and
crowd-sourcing priorities for action. 

Venango is one of 16 PA Heart & Soul communities. 
PA Heart & Soul is a special partnership between PA
Humanities and Community Heart & Soul designed to
strengthen and grow potential in PA’s rural communities.

WHAT IS COMMUNITY HEART & SOUL?

Each Heart & Soul project results in a community Action
Plan, a unique representation of what a community holds
dear. The action plan is a blueprint for how residents will
cultivate what they value most through events, activities
and projects that benefit everyone.�



IMAGINE 
(2023 to Mid-2024)

Project launch, leadership team formation,
and volunteer recruitment
Community outreach, partnership building,
and creation of project branding, website, and
engagement tools

“There’s actually a lot happening here… people just don’t always know about it.”

Venango Heart & Soul team members received training:

Researching and understanding community
demographics
Strategizing community engagement methods
Community interviewing techniques
Organizing and coding community data/feedback
Analyzing community feedback for shared themes
Planning and coordinating community events
Collaborating and communicating with local
government to share resident feedback
Identifying community trends, needs and concerns

Taking part in Community Heart & Soul also
provides residents with a deeper understanding of local
government processes and community decision-making.

The Venango Heart & Soul process took place over
three years of community engagement, relationship
building, and action planning.

TIMELINE
OUR JOURNEY

A big part of the Community Heart & Soul program is
providing skill-building workshops to the group of
residents making up the core team. Each community is
assigned a certified Heart & Soul coach, and that coach
visits the community throughout the process to provide
these training sessions and meets with the team usually
on a monthly basis to support their work. OUR 4 PHASE PROCESS

CONNECT 
(Mid-2024 to Late 2025)

Community story gathering through
conversations, events, schools, surveys, and
public engagement
Identification of shared themes while
expanding outreach across diverse
communities

PLAN
(Early 2026)

Analysis of community input to identify five
shared community values
Community Action Idea Summits to develop
and prioritize resident-driven projects

ACT 
(2026 and Beyond)

Development of the Venango Heart & Soul
Action Plan
Identification of Early Win projects and
implementation strategies to guide future
community action



We met people here they are, listened to their stories, and gathered ideas about what makes 
Venango County special and how we can make it better together. 

WHERE WE LISTENED

COFFEE CHATS
Casual conversations over coffee at local
cafe’s: Woods & River, Perk Up, 
Iron Furnace Coffee, & Clark’s Donuts

INTERVIEWS
One-on-one conversations to hear
personal stories and ideas: In person
walk ups, scheduled, over zoom, 
and online surveys.

FESTIVAL & EVENTS
We joined community celebrations and
local events: Women’s International Day,
Pride in the Park, Oil CIty Curb Market,
Cranberry Grill & Chill, Oil Heritage
Festival, Fist Night Out, and more!

SCHOOLS & LIBRARIES
Engaged students and families to learn
what matters: Cranberry Interviews,
Franklin Presentations, Oil City Library
meetups, and coloring activities. 

BUSINESSES
Talked with business owners,
employees, and customers: Downtown
Oil City and Franklin. Toured businesses
and downtown parks with residents. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT



FINAL CONCEPTS
shape into action steps

Every conversation, story, survey, and event helped
shape this Action Plan. Together, hundreds of

residents shared what they value most about Venango
County and the future they want to build together.

WHO
PARTICIATED

226
STORIES
collected through
conversations

776
COMMUNITY COMMENTS
shared with us

48
COFFEE CHATS
held in cafes across our
communities

28
HEART & SOUL HUDDLES
virutal online meetups held

208
STUDENTS
engaged in schools and
libraries

113
SURVEY RESPONSES
online and in person

65
ACTION SUMMIT
PARTICIPANTS
helped prioritize ideas

150
IDEAS GENERATED
by passionate community
members

68
FINAL CONCEPTS
shape into action steps

500+
RESIDENTS
engaged across Venango
County



Community Heart & Soul wasn't built through a single meeting.
Over three years, we met residents where they already were,
gathering stories in parks, coffee shops, schools, community
events, libraries, businesses, and neighborhood conversations.
Every photo below represents another opportunity to listen,
learn, and build relationships.

LISTENING ACROSS
VENANGO COUNTY



The Allegheny River is more than a waterway flowing through Venango County. It is a defining part of our
identity, shaping our communities, our history, and the experiences that bring people together. For generations,
the river has served as a source of recreation, transportation, industry, inspiration, and connection. Today, it
remains one of the county's most treasured assets.

Residents consistently described the Allegheny River, along with French Creek, Oil Creek, trails, forests, 
and parks, as some of the things they love most about living here. Whether kayaking on a summer evening,
fishing from the riverbank, walking the trails, attending a riverfront event, or simply enjoying the view, these
natural places create opportunities for recreation, reflection, and community.

The natural environment is deeply woven into Venango County's culture and sense of place. Our rivers helped
shape the history of the Oil Region, support local tourism and recreation, and provide gathering spaces where
memories are made. They are part of what makes this area distinct and part of why people choose to stay,
return, or visit.

Throughout the Heart & Soul process, residents repeatedly emphasized the importance of protecting and
enhancing these natural assets. They expressed a desire for improved access to waterways and trails,
expanded outdoor recreation opportunities, greater stewardship of public spaces, and continued investment in
the landscapes that define the region.

“We have incredible outdoor spaces… we just need to make them easier to access and find.”

Venango County is anchored by its natural
environment, culture, and identity. The rivers, trails,
forests, historic communities, and outdoor traditions are
not separate from community life. They are community
life. They provide a foundation for economic
opportunity, quality of life, health, tourism, and
community pride.

As Venango County looks to the future, protecting,
improving, and promoting these shared places will
remain essential to preserving what residents value
most while creating new opportunities for future
generations to connect with the place they call home.

THE ALLEGHENY RIVER
A natural connection that defines us.



OUTDOOR RECREATION EVENT
Trails to Ales II, Franklin PA

We heard outdoor recreation is one of the things you
value most, so we dedicated an entire event to this

shared passion.

INSPIRING OUTCOMES - THE POWER OF CONNECTIONS

One of the greatest successes of the evening wasn't just the ideas collected. It was watching people discover
one another. Residents, trail advocates, paddlers, conservation groups, local organizations, business owners,

and community leaders shared stories, exchanged ideas, and learned about projects they never knew existed. 

On February, 25 , 2025, 68 residents, outdoor
enthusiasts, local leaders, and organizations came

together in Franklin to share ideas, explore opportunities,
and build a stronger outdoor future for Venango County. 

th

It was an evening of connection, ideas, and inspriation.

New relationships were formed, future partnerships began, and people left inspired by how much is already
happening across Venango County.



Hundreds of residents shared their stories, ideas, and hopes for the future. More than just collecting feedback,
these conversations created new relationships, strengthened existing connections, and brought together

neighbors, organizations, businesses, and community leaders around a shared vision for Venango County. 

Every interaction helped shape this Action Plan while building a stronger, more connected community.
These moments represent the many interactions that helped shape this Action Plan and strengthened

relationships across Venango County. Thank you to everyone involved throughout this process.

FACES OF HEART & SOUL



Through an open-ended community engagement process, we followed the lead of residents by asking
curious, thoughtful questions and listening for what mattered most. Rather than starting with predetermined
priorities, we allowed themes to emerge naturally from community conversations, stories, and feedback.

From this process, five key themes emerged. Together, these values represent what matters most to
residents and reflect the qualities, places, and experiences that people want to protect, strengthen,
and build upon in Venango County.

OUTDOORS & NATURE
The Venango area values the closeness of the Allegheny and waterways, our trails, the variety of

parks, and peaceful scenic landscapes that invite all ages to play, explore, and connect to the
natural world as it changes through the seasons.

COMMUNITY, CONNECTIONS & FAMILY
The Venango area values close-knit neighborhoods, small-town connections, deep family ties, and

the volunteers and grassroots groups that bring people together. In our community, we gather,
support one another, and feel welcome, safe, and connected.

EVENTS, FESTIVALS, ARTS & CULTURE
The Venango area values the joy that comes from shared celebrations. Events including Applefest,
Oil Heritage and Cranberry Festivals, along with community concerts, farmers markets, and cultural
spaces bring people together, strengthen friendships, support local identity, and keep traditions alive.

LOCAL BUSINESSES & OPPORTUNITIES
The Venango area values its local businesses. Family-owned restaurants, cozy cafes, local car
dealerships, and hometown shops are just some of the small businesses that reflect the care,

creativity, and community spirit. that defines life here and keep our towns thriving.

HERITAGE, HISTORY & COMMUNITY SPIRIT
The Venango area values the stories, landmarks, and people who built this region, and the people

who preserve these treasures for future generations. From the birthplace of the oil industry to
architecture and cultural activities throughout the county, our history reflects hard work, resilience,

and dedication to the communities we continue to build.

VENANGO VALUES



“Make the river more accessible both physically and visually.”

THINGS PEOPLE LOVE ABOUT LOCAL OUTDOORS & NATURE.

The Allegheny River, French Creek, and Oil
Creek for paddling, fishing, boating, and
relaxing.
Miles of scenic trails for biking, hiking, walking,
and running, including the Allegheny River Trail,
Samuel Justus Trail, and Gerard Hiking Trail.
Oil Creek State Park and Two Mile Run County
Park as year-round destinations for recreation
and exploration.
Beautiful forests, rolling hills, scenic overlooks,
and vibrant fall foliage that define the area's
natural beauty.
Easy access to parks, waterways, and outdoor
recreation just minutes from home.

The Venango area values the closeness of the Allegheny and

waterways, our trails, the variety of parks, and peaceful scenic

landscapes that invite all ages to play, explore, and connect to the

natural world as it changes through the seasons.

OUTDOORS & NATURE
Venango ValuesVenango Values

What we heard are our assets:

Opportunities for kayaking, canoeing, camping,
hunting, fishing, birdwatching, and wildlife
photography.
Peaceful natural spaces that provide places to
unwind, reconnect, and enjoy time with family
and friends.
Community events and outdoor activities that
celebrate the region's trails, rivers, and natural
resources.
Abundant wildlife, clean waterways, and
protected natural areas that residents are proud
to preserve.
Four-season outdoor recreation that supports
healthy lifestyles, attracts visitors, and makes
Venango a unique place to live, work, and
explore.





“Not everything has to be big. Small things bring people together too.”
“There should be one place to find everything going on.”

The Venango area values close-knit neighborhoods, small-town

connections, deep family ties, and the volunteers and grassroots

groups that bring people together. In our community, we gather,

support one another, and feel welcome, safe, and connected.

COMMUNITY & CONNECTIONS
Venango ValuesVenango Values

THINGS PEOPLE LOVE ABOUT LOCAL COMMUNITY & CONNECTIONS.

Friendly, welcoming neighbors who create a
strong sense of belonging.
A culture of volunteering, giving back, and
supporting one another during times of need.
Community events that bring people together
and strengthen local relationships.
Small-town charm where people know each
other and take pride in their communities.
Strong partnerships among nonprofits,
businesses, municipalities, schools, and civic
organizations.

What we heard are our assets:

Active community groups, service clubs, churches,
and volunteers that improve quality of life.
Safe, family-friendly neighborhoods where people
can build lasting connections.
Opportunities to get involved through local
organizations, leadership programs, and volunteer
initiatives.
A shared pride in working together to preserve and
improve Venango County for future generations.
A close-knit community where residents value
collaboration, inclusivity, and helping make
Venango County a place everyone can call home.





“There should be one place to find everything going on.”

The Venango area values the joy that comes from shared celebrations. 

Events including Applefest, Oil Heritage and Cranberry Festivals, 

along with community concerts, farmers markets, and cultural spaces 

bring people together, strengthen friendships, support local identity, 

and keep our traditions alive.

EVENTS, ARTS, & CULTURE
Venango ValuesVenango Values

THINGS PEOPLE LOVE ABOUT LOCAL EVENTS, ARTS, AND CULTURE.

A full calendar of festivals, fairs, parades,
concerts, and community celebrations
throughout the year.
Historic downtowns that serve as gathering
places for arts, entertainment, and community
events.
A thriving local arts community with talented
musicians, artists, performers, and makers.
Signature events like Oil Heritage Festival,
Applefest, BridgeFest, Cranberry Community
Days, and community markets that bring
residents and visitors together.
Public spaces, parks, and riverfronts that host
concerts, performances, festivals, and family-
friendly activities.

What we heard are our assets:

Historic theaters, museums, libraries, and cultural
organizations that celebrate the region's history
and creativity.
Strong community pride and volunteerism that
make local events successful and welcoming.
Opportunities to experience local history, live
music, theater, art exhibits, and cultural traditions
year-round.
Community organizations and nonprofits that
collaborate to create unique experiences for
residents of all ages.
A welcoming atmosphere where arts, culture, and
community events strengthen connections, support
local businesses, and celebrate what makes
Venango County unique.





“Fill empty storefronts, even if it’s temporary.”

BUSINESS & OPPORTUNITY
Venango ValuesVenango Values

The Venango area values its local businesses. Family-owned restaurants,

cozy cafes, local car dealerships, and hometown shops are just some of

the small businesses that reflect the care, creativity, and community spirit

that defines life here and keep our towns thriving.

THINGS PEOPLE LOVE ABOUT LOCAL BUSINESS AND OPPORTUNITY.

Locally owned businesses that provide
personalized service and strengthen community
character.
Historic downtowns that offer unique shopping,
dining, and entertainment experiences.
A supportive small business community that
values collaboration over competition.
A growing network of entrepreneurs, makers,
and innovators creating new opportunities.
Strong manufacturing, healthcare, education,
and skilled trade employers that support the
local economy.
Community events, festivals, and farmers
markets that drive foot traffic and support local
businesses.

What we heard are our assets:

Affordable business locations and commercial
spaces that encourage entrepreneurship and
investment.
Organizations that support business growth,
workforce development, tourism, and community
revitalization.
A high quality of life, outdoor recreation, and
affordable living that help attract residents, visitors,
and businesses.
A strong "shop local" culture where residents take
pride in supporting businesses that invest in
Venango County.





“We should take more pride in how our downtowns look preserving historic buildings”

HISTORY, HERITAGE, & SPIRIT
Venango ValuesVenango Values

The Venango area values the stories, landmarks, and people who built this

region, and the people who preserve these treasures for future generations. 

From the birthplace of the oil industry to architecture and cultural activities

throughout the county, our history reflects hard work, resilience, and

dedication to the communities we continue to build.

THINGS PEOPLE LOVE ABOUT LOCAL HISTORY, HERITAGE, AND SPIRIT.

A rich oil heritage that shaped both Venango
County and the modern energy industry.
Historic downtowns, architecture, and
neighborhoods that reflect the county's unique
character.
Local museums, historic sites, and landmarks
that preserve and share our stories.
Community traditions, festivals, and
celebrations that bring generations together.
Pride in the people, businesses, and
organizations that have helped shape our
communities.

What we heard are our assets:

Strong volunteerism and civic pride that inspire
residents to care for and improve where they live.
Historic preservation efforts that protect the
county's character while supporting revitalization.
Scenic riverfronts, bridges, and public spaces that
connect the past with the present.
A strong sense of place rooted in small-town
values, resilience, and community pride.
A shared commitment to honoring our history while
creating a vibrant future for the next generation.





WHAT’S NEXT?
Turning Ideas into Action!

The ideas in this plan were shaped by the voices of residents
across Venango County and will continue to evolve through
partnerships, collaboration, and community leadership.

The Venango Heart & Soul Action Plan
is not the finish line. It is the beginning
of a shared commitment to strengthen

the places we call home.

THE NEXT STEPS

SHARE THE PLAN Introduce the Venango Heart & Soul values and action concepts with
municipalities, nonprofits, businesses, schools, and community organizations.

BUILD
PARTNERSHIPS

Identify champions and implementation partners to lead projects and
collaborate across sectors.

PRIORITIZE 
EARLY WINS

Focus on achievable projects that can demonstrate progress, build
momentum, and inspire continued community involvement.

SEEK FUNDING Pursue grants, sponsorships, donations, and other resources to support
implementation while leveraging local expertise and volunteerism

TAKE ACTION Encourage organizations and residents to incorporate Heart & Soul values
into their own planning, programs, and decision-making.

MEASURE 
PROGRESS

Celebrate accomplishments, track outcomes, share success stories, and
update the community on progress over time

Venango Heart & Soul volunteers will continue to work to
develop a detailed implementation plan for each action idea. 



The future of Venango County belongs to all of us, and everyone has something valuable to contribute. Whether
you have a few hours to volunteer, a new idea to share, or simply a passion for this community, your
involvement can make a real difference. Every conversation, project, and act of support helps turn the shared
vision of this Action Plan into reality.

Venango Heart & Soul is a commitment to keeping community voices at the center of our future. The
conversations, relationships, and ideas built through this process will continue to guide our work as we bring
people together, support local action, and turn shared values into lasting change.

OUR COMMITMENT

HOW CAN YOU HELP?
Every resident has a role in shaping Venango County’s future.

You can get involved by volunteering with local organizations, supporting small businesses and community
events, attending public meetings, and sharing your ideas with friends, neighbors, and local leaders. These
everyday actions strengthen our community, build new connections, and help create the places and
opportunities people told us they value most.

If you're ready to take the next step, consider becoming a champion for one of the Action Plan concepts. Help
organize a project, connect partners, raise awareness, or simply encourage others to join you. Together, we can
celebrate successes, build momentum, and continue creating a Venango County where people feel connected,
inspired, and proud to call home.

This Action Plan is just the beginning. Together, we can protect what we love, improve what matters most, and
create a stronger, more connected Venango County.

Stay Connected
There is always room for more voices. To share an idea or get involved, contact Ashley Zaccari at
azaccari@venangochamber.org or call the Venango Area Chamber of Commerce at (814) 676-8521. 
Together, we can continue building the future of Venango County.



Thank you to all of our Heart & Soul team volunteers!

FUNDED BY:

THANKS TO EVENT HOSTS,
PARTNERS, AND FUNDERS
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